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Written Corrective Feedback in EFL:
Combining Error Codes and
Metalinguistic Explanation
Yoshimasa Ogawa
Showa Women’s University
The present study evaluated the effects of a combined form of written corrective
feedback (WCF) on English as a foreign language (EFL) students’ writing accuracy.
The combined WCF consisted of unfocused error-code WCF and focused metalinguistic explanation. Different forms of WCF were administered to two groups
of Japanese EFL students in two consecutive years, and the effects of the feedback
were compared based on the number of grammatical errors that the students made
before and after receiving feedback. The original version (single combined WCF)
provided metalinguistic explanation only once for each of eight target grammatical
forms, whereas the intensive version (repeated combined WCF) provided metalinguistic explanation repeatedly.
The results showed that combined WCF facilitated the students’ accurate use of the
target forms overall, and repeated combined WCF was more effective than single
combined WCF, but its efficacy weakened over time. Repeated combined WCF had
a positive effect on students’ accurate use of verb tense and the avoidance of informal
usage; single combined WCF had a significant effect only on verb tense. Repeated
combined WCF also served to reduce the total number of errors, including errors
for which no metalinguistic explanation was given, implying that coded WCF had
its own contribution to the students’ writing accuracy.

Keywords: error codes, metalinguistic explanation, written corrective feedback
(WCF), unfocused corrective feedback, focused corrective feedback
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T

he effects of written corrective feedback (WCF) on second-language (L2)
learners’ grammatical accuracy in writing have been frequently debated
in the past few decades. Although some have argued that WCF does not
facilitate language acquisition at all (Truscott, 1996, 1999), the consensus among
L2 writing researchers is that overall, form-focused feedback contributes to learners’ writing accuracy (Ashwell, 2000; Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 2010;
Ferris, 1999; Lalande, 1982). However, there are different types and scopes of
form-focused feedback (e.g., indirect vs. direct, focused vs. unfocused, coded vs.
verbal), and each category of feedback has different functions. Consequently, L2
writing teachers are faced with the challenge of combining the most appropriate
feedback types for a specific learner group and instructional goals (Bitchener &
Storch, 2016; Ferris, 2011; Ferris & Roberts, 2001).

The present study is an action research study (Burns, 2005; Wallace,
1998) that evaluates the effects of combined WCF on learner writing
outcome over a two-year period. The combined feedback consisted of (a)
unfocused error-code feedback on all grammatical errors and (b) metalinguistic explanation of several major error types. Error-code feedback
means that a teacher locates and labels grammatical errors that learners
make using abbreviations or acronyms (e.g., Art for article problems and
WW for wrong word choice) instead of directly correcting the errors.
Metalinguistic explanation involves a teacher explaining grammatical rules
and guiding learners to correct their own errors. In combined feedback,
a teacher provides unfocused (i.e., comprehensive) feedback on all errors
that learners make and focused (i.e., selective) feedback on a few chosen
grammatical forms. This study quantitatively evaluated the effects of two
different forms of combined feedback, which differed in the intensity of
metalinguistic feedback, on English as a foreign language (EFL) students’
accuracy in new pieces of writing. The ultimate aim of the study was to
improve the quality of instruction in an EFL writing course at a private
Japanese university.
Prior to the present study, Ogawa (2018) compared the effects of (a)
unfocused error-code WCF only and (b) a combination of unfocused
error-code WCF and focused metalinguistic explanation on students’
Ogawa, Y. (2021). Written corrective feedback in EFL: Combining error codes and metalinguistic
explanation. Journal of Response to Writing, 7(1), 94–127.
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grammatical accuracy in writing. The study was conducted in 2016, and
the combined WCF group received metalinguistic explanation only once
for each targeted grammatical form. This original version of feedback is
hereafter referred to as single combined WCF. The results showed that
unfocused error-code WCF alone had little effect on the participants’
writing accuracy. The positive effects of error-code WCF demonstrated by
earlier studies (Ferris, 2006; Hartshorn et al., 2010; Lalande, 1982) might
have been canceled out by providing unfocused feedback (Sheen et al.,
2009). On the other hand, single combined WCF had a positive effect on
students’ accurate use of selected target forms; however, the statistical data
supporting its efficacy were significant only by a narrow margin. A possible
cause of this limitation was that the metalinguistic explanation—offered
only once for each error type—might not have been intensive enough to
make participants attend to the target forms.
The present follow-up study used an intensive version of combined
WCF, which provided metalinguistic explanation repeatedly (hereafter
referred to as repeated combined WCF) with a new group of students in
2017. Writing accuracy, as reflected in the number of grammatical errors
made, was compared across two treatments: (a) error-code feedback and a
single metalinguistic explanation per error type or (b) error-code feedback
and repeated metalinguistic explanation. The purposes of the study were
to generate additional evidence for the positive effects of combined WCF
and to measure the degree to which repeated metalinguistic explanation
might enhance its effects.
Previous studies have found that the same form of WCF may influence
L2 writers’ use of grammatical forms differently (Bitchener et al., 2005; Van
Beuningen et al., 2012). Consequently, in this study I compared the effects
of corrective feedback on individual grammatical forms and measured the
degrees to which the two versions of feedback helped decrease students’ total
numbers of errors—including errors for which no metalinguistic explanation
was given—in order to understand the different roles of feedback types.
Ogawa, Y. (2021). Written corrective feedback in EFL: Combining error codes and metalinguistic
explanation. Journal of Response to Writing, 7(1), 94–127.
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I have used these analyses to improve the quality of my own EFL
writing course. Additionally, other researchers can compare the findings
with the results of different WCF studies to find commonalities, which
might contribute to instructors providing more efficient WCF in similar
L2 writing courses.
Literature Review
Indirect Feedback
Providing effective WCF is a challenge. One of the first feedback decisions
that L2 writing teachers need to make is whether to directly correct students’
grammatical errors or guide students to fix their own errors by providing
indirect feedback (e.g., underlining, error codes, or metalinguistic explanation). Past studies have produced mixed findings about the effects of
direct and indirect feedback on writing accuracy.
One common form of indirect WCF is the use of a coding system.
In Lalande’s (1982) study involving intermediate German-as-a-foreignlanguage students, the group receiving error-code feedback had greater
grammatical or orthographic accuracy in new writing than the group
receiving direct error correction. Likewise, Ferris (2006), who evaluated
the long-term influence of error-code feedback on English as a second
language (ESL) students’ essay writing, reported that students made significantly fewer grammatical errors in their fourth essays than in their
first essays. More recently, Hartshorn et al. (2010), Evans et al. (2011),
and Kurzer (2017) used coded feedback as a part of dynamic WCF. Their
ESL students wrote short paragraphs in every class session, received
coded feedback, and kept submitting new drafts until their texts became
error-free. The students who received this treatment for several months
achieved greater accuracy in writing than those receiving traditional
process-oriented writing training. It must be noted, however, that error-code
WCF may not necessarily be more effective than direct correction for all

Ogawa, Y. (2021). Written corrective feedback in EFL: Combining error codes and metalinguistic
explanation. Journal of Response to Writing, 7(1), 94–127.
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grammatical forms. Van Beuningen et al. (2012) showed that although
coded feedback had positive effects on L2 learners’ ability to use lexical
items, direct correction was effective on syntactic forms. Ferris (1999)
and Ferris and Roberts (2001) reported that direct correction was useful
as feedback on complex or idiosyncratic forms.
Another major form of indirect WCF is metalinguistic explanation.
Sheen (2007) demonstrated that direct correction supported by metalinguistic explanation contributed more to ESL learners’ long-term acquisition of
English articles than direct correction only did. Likewise, Shintani and Ellis
(2013) reported that metalinguistic explanation enabled low-intermediate
ESL writers to use English indefinite articles more accurately than direct
feedback did. However, when Bitchener and Knoch (2008, 2009a, 2009b)
investigated ESL learners’ use of definite and indefinite articles, they found
no difference between the effects of metalinguistic explanation and direct
correction. Kan and Han’s (2015) meta-analysis, based on 21 primary
studies on WCF, indicated that overall, there was no significant difference
between indirect feedback’s and direct correction’s efficacy.
However, indirect feedback has a major pedagogical merit in that
learners are involved in cognitive processing. L2 writers receiving indirect
feedback are likely to monitor their own writing autonomously (Ferris,
2010) and develop long-term self-editing strategies by reflecting on their
own errors (Lalande, 1982). They may also be motivated to form and test
hypotheses about new grammatical rules (Bitchener, 2008). These educational advantages may motivate teachers to utilize indirect feedback in L2
writing courses instead of direct correction.
Focused and Unfocused Feedback
The second major issue is whether WCF should be selective (focused)
or comprehensive (unfocused). Many of the studies that evaluate the
efficacy of metalinguistic explanation have found focused feedback
effective (Bitchener & Knoch, 2010; Sheen, 2007; Shintani & Ellis, 2013).
However, studies that contrast the effects of focused and unfocused WCF
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are rare. Ellis et al. (2008) provided one group of Japanese students with
feedback on multiple grammatical features and provided another group
with feedback only on definite and indefinite articles. Both groups made
significant gains from pretest to posttest and outperformed a no-feedback
group. However, the study did not show whether focused feedback was
more effective than unfocused feedback or vice versa. Sheen et al. (2009)
compared groups of ESL students that (a) received direct correction only
on English articles, (b) received direct correction on articles, copular be,
regular past tense, irregular past tense, and prepositions, or (c) engaged
in writing practice with no feedback. Gains in narrative writing tests
showed that focused WCF contributed to L2 writing accuracy and that
unfocused feedback was no more useful than writing practice itself in
pedagogical terms.
In real-world writing, L2 learners need to use a wide variety of grammatical forms correctly, so acquiring a limited number of grammatical
forms may not serve this purpose. In this respect, comprehensive WCF
has greater ecological validity than selective feedback does (Ferris, 2010,
2011; Liu & Brown, 2015). Liu and Brown (2015) proposed that midfocused
feedback was the most practical approach pedagogically, but another
alternative to regulating the scope of feedback may be combining focused
and unfocused feedback.
Effects of WCF on Grammatical Forms
A related issue concerns the relative effects of WCF on different target linguistic forms. As briefly mentioned above, earlier studies have not agreed
on what categories of grammatical forms are more amenable to either direct
or indirect feedback. On one hand, Van Beuningen et al. (2012) indicated
that direct correction facilitated L2 students’ acquisition of syntactic forms
(e.g., articles, inflections, word order), while indirect feedback helped
improve their accurate use of lexical items. On the other hand, Bitchener
et al. (2005) showed that explicit written explanations about grammatical
errors and student-teacher individual conferences helped learners acquire
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rule-governed syntactic forms (e.g., definite articles and simple past tense)
but did not help them acquire lexical items (e.g., prepositions). Likewise,
whereas Shintani and Ellis (2013) showed that metalinguistic explanation
was more effective for ESL learners’ accurate use of English indefinite articles
(i.e., simple grammatical forms), Shintani et al. (2014) found that direct
correction was more effective for hypothetical conditionals (i.e., complex
forms). Clearly, many factors are involved in making different types of WCF
more, or less, effective.
It is noteworthy that some grammatical forms are treatable while
others are untreatable (Ferris, 1999, 2011; see also Brown, 2012; Geiller,
2014). Treatable forms are amenable to indirect WCF because they
are governed by self-explanatory rules that are available in reference
books (e.g., verb tense, subject-verb agreement, noun forms) and that
are easily applied by the learner. On the other hand, learners may not
easily correct untreatable errors (e.g., word choice, idiomatic phrases,
or sentence structure) based on a teacher’s indirect feedback unless
they have already mastered a large set of rules and exemplars or learned
independently to utilize outside resources or, as Geiller (2014) proposed, electronic search functions such as Google to find appropriate
exemplars. Thus, the analysis of indirect WCF’s effects on individual
forms might be limited to treatable errors.
In summary, focused and unfocused WCF have their own functions,
but there has been no conclusive evidence that either one is better than
the other. Thus, it is meaningful to contrive a plan for providing feedback that comprises the strong features of both. It is also worthwhile
to evaluate the extent to which metalinguistic explanation for several
treatable forms can enhance the effects of comprehensive coded WCF.
Furthermore, past studies have not provided sufficient information
about the efficacy of WCF for specific grammatical forms, and more
information is needed in this area. Consequently, the following research
questions were proposed:
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RQ 1: To what extent does the combination of comprehensive error-code
WCF and repeated metalinguistic explanation facilitate EFL learners’
accurate use of a set of eight treatable forms in new pieces of writing?
RQ 2: To what extent does the combined WCF facilitate EFL writers’ accurate use of each of the eight grammatical forms?
RQ 3: To what extent does the combined WCF help reduce the total number
of grammatical errors, including the error types for which no metalinguistic explanation is provided?
Method
Participants
The participants were first-year English majors enrolled in a required EFL
course at one of the most prestigious Japanese private universities. The
English majors in the department were divided into several classes of about
25 students, and I taught one class every year as a part-time instructor.
The class in 2016, which received single combined WCF (coded WCF on
all errors, supported by a single metalinguistic explanation for eight individual error types), is hereafter referred to as the single group. The class in
2017, which received repeated combined WCF (coded WCF and repeated
metalinguistic explanation), is referred to as the repeated group. The single
group included 22 students (13 men and nine women). The repeated group
included 26 students (13 men and 13 women). All participants authorized
the use of their writing samples for the present study by signing a written
informed consent document. However, the number of students in each
group was reduced to 19 as those who did not finish all writing assignments
were removed from the sample during data analysis.
Unfortunately, the precise data for the students’ English proficiencies
were not available. The single group reported their approximate Test of
English for International Communication (TOEIC) scores voluntarily.
Four students were in the 500–599 TOEIC score range, six in the 600–699
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range, five in the 700–799 range, and two above 900. Five did not report
their scores. (Most participants’ English proficiencies can be compared to
B1 or B2 on the CEFR scale.)1 No language proficiency data were available
for the repeated group, but their level was believed to be about the same
as that of the single group.
The students had solid explicit English grammar knowledge because of
the intensive, grammar-focused English education in Japanese high schools.
Consequently, participants were familiar enough with English grammatical
rules and terminology to respond to provided error-code feedback or metalinguistic explanation. On the other hand, the majority had not learned
to write English in paragraph form before entering the university; they
had engaged only in sentence-level writing practice. Thus, the influence
of prior paragraph- or essay-writing experience was mostly controlled for.
Instructional Treatment
The class met for 90 minutes once a week, and the course ran for an entire
academic year, with a total of 30 meetings. Class sessions were held in a
computer laboratory where students could type and submit their drafts. This
EFL course was designed to teach both oral and written English skills, but
a special emphasis was put on learning to write paragraphs or short essays.
During the first half (or one third) of each session, students read a short
piece of writing or watched a film clip and discussed the depicted issues
in English. Then they spent the remaining class time on writing training.
Before writing, the class quickly reviewed the example paragraphs for
a target rhetorical structure in the assigned textbook, Get Your Message
Across: Writing Communicative Paragraphs (Jimbo et al., 2008). Then they
engaged in controlled writing exercises or (at every third session) wrote
first drafts of an English paragraph. A week after the first drafts were
submitted, I returned them with coded WCF and held a mini-lecture to
provide metalinguistic explanation (see the “Written Feedback” section
The Common European Framework of Reference (https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-europeanframework-reference-languages/table-1-cefr-3.3-common-reference-levels-global-scale) B1-B2 levels
indicate intermediate proficiency.
1

Ogawa Y. (2021). Written corrective feedback in EFL: Combining error codes and metalinguistic
explanation. Journal of Response to Writing, 7(1), 94–127.
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below). Classroom instruction was conducted in English, but important
explanations for complicated grammatical rules were sometimes repeated
in Japanese, which was the teacher’s and students’ first language.
The course was designed to teach basic principles, techniques, expressions, and conventions for writing paragraphs or short essays in English,
and it covered the following rhetorical patterns: time order, space order,
process/direction, cause/effect, exemplification, definition, classification,
and comparison/contrast. Except for the two different versions of WCF
used by the instructor, the syllabus, materials, and course content were the
same for the single group and the repeated group.
Eight free-writing tasks, which focused on the above rhetorical structures, were assigned during the year (i.e., four tasks per semester). The
students submitted three typed drafts for each assigned paper. They wrote
the first drafts in the classroom within the time frame of 30 minutes and
worked on the second and third drafts at home. The submission policy dictated that each new draft should be stapled on top of the earlier version(s)
so that I could see what changes and corrections they had made.
Written Feedback
Unfocused Error-Code WCF
Both the single and repeated groups received error-code WCF on all
grammatical errors. The students were encouraged to revise their entire
texts structurally and ideationally at each draft instead of simply repairing
indicated grammatical errors. Although students’ grammatical errors on
the first drafts alone were used for statistical analysis, error-code feedback
was provided on the second drafts as well. Earlier studies have indicated that
it is more effective to provide a certain amount of form-focused feedback
continually instead of giving content feedback on one draft and formfocused feedback on another (Ashwell, 2000; Fathman & Whalley, 1990).
Table 1 displays all error types for which error-code feedback was provided;
the codes for error types are shown in parentheses, and the items that
were examined for statistical analysis are underlined. Short content-based
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comments were provided on either the first or second drafts, and, at the
third draft, any remaining grammatical errors (e.g., idiomatic expressions
and idiosyncratic structures) were corrected directly. The third drafts were
holistically graded based on the writers’ performance in grammar, vocabulary, content, discourse construction, and style.
Table 1
Error Types for Which WCF Was Provided
Error category
Error type
Treatable errors

Untreatable errors

Stylistic errors

word order (WO), subject-verb agreement (SV Agr), pronoun agreement
(Pro Agr), verb tense (VT), noun
form (NF), word form (WF), run-on
sentence (Run-on), fragment (Frag),
voice (Vo), mechanics (Mec), spelling (Sp), article (Art)
wrong word (WW), word missing
(WM), unnecessary word (UnW),
sentence structure (S/Str), idiomatic
expression (Id)
informal usage (Inf; e.g., contraction,
sentence-final interjection, colloquial
expression), sentence-initial conjunction (In-Conj), redundancy (Red),
ambiguity (Amb), awkwardness
(Awk)

Metalinguistic Explanation
To enhance the effects of coded WCF, some of the frequent error types
(Table 2) were reviewed during class sessions. The single group received
metalinguistic explanation only in the second semester. Metalinguistic
explanation covered common error types found in previous student groups’
writings (i.e., before 2016). One target grammatical form was chosen per
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week; metalinguistic explanation for each selected form was given only
once. This mini-lecture took about 10–15 minutes. I distributed a handout
presenting a set of sample sentences embedded with errors and instructed
the students to work first in small groups to identify the errors. Then, I
displayed the example sentences individually on a large screen and called
on students randomly to correct the erroneous parts. In the end, I orally
explained the target grammatical rule.
Table 2
Grammatical Forms for Metalinguistic Explanation
Error cateSingle group
gory
Syntactic
noun forms
subject-verb agreement
articles
run-on sentences
fragments
voice
Stylistic

sentence-initial conjunctions

Repeated group
noun forms
subject-verb agreement
articles
run-on sentences
fragments
verb tense
sentence-initial
conjunctions
informal usage

For the repeated group, the target forms for metalinguistic explanation
included six syntactic error types and two stylistic conventions (Table 2).
Voice was dropped because the single group (in 2016) made few errors on
this form, and verb tense and informal usage were added. Mini-lectures
were held throughout the year. In addition to each week’s one major target
form, one or two of the previous target forms were reviewed at different
class sessions. Consequently, each target form was explained three times
during the year.
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Analysis
A quasi-experimental design was used, and three sets of the students’ drafts
were analyzed to measure their improvement in writing accuracy. As shown
in Table 3, the drafts served as a pretest, second test, and a posttest. Before
the pretest, neither group had received any WCF. The changes in the students’ error scores between the pretest and the second test reflected their
improvement after receiving WCF for one semester. The changes between
the pretest and the posttest showed their improvement in writing accuracy
over the year as a function of either single or repeated combined WCF.
Table 3
Drafts Used as Writing Tests
Test

Draft

Timing

Pretest

Draft 1 of writing task 1

Beginning of first semester

Second test

Draft 1 of writing task 4

End of first semester

Posttest

Draft 1 of writing task 8

End of second semester

I counted the number of learner errors for each target form in the
pertinent drafts before returning the drafts to students, and I checked the
errors again at the end of each semester. Error types, instead of tokens,
were counted. A Pearson’s product-moment correlation coefficient test
indicated that the intra-rater reliability was very high, r = .98. For every case
of discrepancy, I reexamined the types and the number of errors for a third
time, and the data from this final checking were used for statistical analysis.
The length of a paragraph differed from person to person and from
assignment to assignment. Therefore, the number of errors that participants
made per 100 words was computed, and those “normed” frequencies (Biber
et al., 1998) were used as error scores. Table 4 shows the average length of
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students’ writing. It was also confirmed that there was no trade-off between
accuracy and productivity: an ANOVA indicated that there was no significant difference between the test means, F(2, 72) = .23, p = .79, η2 = .01.
Table 4
Length of Students’ Writing
Group

Pretest

Second test

Posttest

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

Single
group

153.32

55.11

137.53

65.03

142.42

28.37

Repeated
group

133.42

33.91

159.26

32.67

154.89

28.74

Note. Single group, n = 19; repeated group, n = 19.
A two-way ANOVA involving one within-subjects factor and one between-subjects factor was performed to evaluate the effects of single and
repeated combined WCF on the students’ use of a set of eight target forms.
The within-subjects factor was test, which had three levels (pretest, second
test, and posttest), and the between-subjects factor was treatment, which had
two levels (single and repeated). The dependent variables were the two groups’
error scores on the three tests. The effects of combined WCF on (a) individual
grammatical forms and (b) all grammatical forms, including nontarget forms,
were evaluated through the same statistical procedure. When the results of a
two-way ANOVA indicated a significant test main effect, one-way ANOVAs
were conducted on each level of the treatment factor (single and repeated), which
were then followed by paired-samples t tests (for pairwise comparison between
tests). When there was a significant interaction effect, independent-samples t
tests were performed to determine the difference between the two treatment
groups at each test. Partial eta squared effect sizes were calculated for ANOVAs,
and Cohen’s d effect sizes were calculated for t tests. The level of significance was
Ogawa, Y. (2021). Written corrective feedback in EFL: Combining error codes and
metalinguistic explanation. Journal of Response to Writing, 7(1), 94–127.
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set at α = .05 for all statistical analyses. Holm’s sequential Bonferroni adjustment
was used to control for Type I errors in all post hoc tests.
Results
Effects of Combined WCF on Selected Treatable Forms
Table 5 shows the single and repeated groups’ error means at the
pretest, the second test, and the posttest. Either group’s error mean for
the eight grammatical forms was used as one variable. Both groups’
error means decreased steadily from the pretest to the second test to the
posttest. The changes are graphically displayed in Figure 1.
Table 5
Number of Students’ Errors per 100 Words (Eight Selected Forms)
Group

Statistic

Pretest

Second test

Posttest

Single (n = 19)

M

2.04

1.67

1.33

SD

1.03

1.21

1.22

M

2.74

1.44

1.16

SD

1.67

1.02

0.81

Repeated (n= 19)

A two-way ANOVA was performed to determine whether the error
means were significantly different between the two groups or across the
three tests. Before conducting the ANOVA, I checked the data set to ensure
that it met the needed requirements for the test. There was no statistically
significant difference between the two groups’ means at pretest, t(36) = –1.54,
p = .13, d = .50 (medium); and the data passed Mauchly’s sphericity test,
W = .96, p = .50. Thus, I proceeded to conduct the ANOVA. The univariate
test results are displayed in Table 6. The test main effect was significant, and
the effect size (i.e., the magnitude of the effect of the factor) was large: the
factor accounted for 22% of the variance. The test means (i.e., the
average of the single and repeated groups’ error means at each writing
test) were also computed, and pairwise statistical tests were conducted
across the three (Table 7).
Ogawa, Y. (2021). Written corrective feedback in EFL: Combining error codes and
metalinguistic explanation. Journal of Response to Writing, 7(1), 94–127.
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Figure 1
Pretest, Second-Test, and Posttest Means for the Single and Repeated
Groups

There were significant differences between the pretest and posttest means
and between the pretest and second-test means. In addition to the significant p values, the effect sizes also attested to the substantive differences
between the test means. Overall, the combined WCF had a significantly
positive effect on writing accuracy, and its effects were stronger in the first
semester than in the second semester.
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Table 6
ANOVA Results (Set of Eight Forms)
Factor
Test
Test x treatment
Residual
Treatment
Residual

df

SS

2
2
72
1
36

MS

26.58
5.02
92.71
0.29
62.38

F

13.29
2.51
1.29
0.29
1.68

η2

p

10.32
1.95

0.001
0.15

0.22
0.05

0.17

0.68

0.01

Note. α = 0.05.
Table 7
Test Means and Pairwise Test Results (Eight Forms)
Test
Pretest mean
Second test mean
Posttest mean

M
2.39
1.55
1.25

SD
1.42
1.12
1.03

p

d

Pretest_second test

0.84

1.51

0.001*

0.66 (medium)

Pretest_posttest
Second test_posttest

1.14
0.31

1.77
1.59

0.001*
0.25

0.92 (large)
0.28 (small)

Note. * = significant after Holm’s sequential Bonferroni adjustment.

Effects of Combined WCF on Individual Forms
Table 8 displays the descriptive statistics for the WCF’s effects on individual
forms. The single group’s or repeated group’s error mean at each test (i.e.,
pretest, the second test, and posttest) is shown individually. A decrease in
error mean over the tests indicates an improvement in students’ accuracy
for each form.
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Table 8
Participants’ Error Means for Individual Forms
Form
Verb tense
Informal usage
Articles
Subject-verb
agreement
Noun forms
Run-on sentences
Fragments
Sentence-initial
conj.

Group

Pretest

Second test

Posttest

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

Single
Repeated
Single
Repeated
Single
Repeated
Single

0.76
0.98
0.15
0.58
0.74
0.47
0.04

0.85
1.08
0.33
0.67
0.82
0.60
0.18

0.07
0.00
0.18
0.34
0.79
0.29
0.67

0.21
0.00
0.40
0.65
0.80
0.49
0.87

0.05
0.04
0.23
0.03
0.41
0.33
0.32

0.21
0.16
0.48
0.15
0.59
0.44
0.44

Repeated

0.00

0.00

0.54

0.79

0.21

0.66

Single
Repeated
Single
Repeated
Single
Repeated
Single

0.26
0.34
0.00
0.09
0.13
0.08
0.00

0.45
0.51
0.00
0.27
0.30
0.25
0.00

0.32
0.52
0.00
0.19
0.04
0.00
0.28

0.51
0.60
0.00
0.33
0.17
0.00
0.45

0.24
0.59
0.00
0.07
0.24
0.00
0.16

0.55
0.69
0.00
0.20
0.66
0.00
0.28

Repeated

0.20

0.35

0.11

0.26

0.10

0.24

Note. Single group, n = 19; repeated group, n = 19.
Two-way ANOVAs involving a between-subjects factor and a within-subjects factor were performed to compare the effects of single and
repeated combined WCF on each individual form. Prior to the ANOVAs,
the two groups’ pretest means and sphericity test results were checked.
There was a significant difference between the two groups’ error means at
pretest for informal usage, subject-verb agreement, run-on sentences, and
sentence-initial conjunctions. Consequently, for all forms, the gains from
test to test were compared between the two groups. Mauchly’s sphericity
Ogawa, Y. (2021). Written corrective feedback in EFL: Combining error codes and metalinguistic
explanation. Journal of Response to Writing, 7(1), 94–127.
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test was not passed for verb tense, articles, subject-verb agreement, and
fragments; thus, the Greenhouse-Geisser adjustment was applied to the
interpretation of the test results for these forms.
Table 9 shows that the combined WCF had significantly positive test
effects on verb tense and informal usage. Both groups improved significantly on
verb tense: the test means (i.e., the average of the single and repeated groups’
error means at each test) decreased significantly from the pretest (M = .87, SD
= .97) to the second test (M = .03, SD = .15), p = .001, d = 1.22 (large), and from
the pretest to the posttest (M = .04, SD =.18), p = .001, d = 1.20 (large).
Regarding informal usage, only the repeated group improved significantly over
time, outperforming the single group. The interaction effect between test and
treatment was significant. The repeated group’s accuracy improved
significantly between the pretest and the posttest, p = .004, d = 1.13 (large);
and its improvement was significantly greater than the single group’s during
this period, p = .004, d = 1.01 (large. However, please note that the single
group did not receive any metalinguistic explanation about informal usage.
Consequently, the repeated group’s better performance evidences that
repeated combined WCF was more effective than coded WCF alone, not
single combined WCF.
As shown in Table 10, combined WCF did not have a significant
effect on articles, fragments, and run-on sentences. The test main effect
for arti-cles was not significant, although the test mean decreased from
the pretest (M = .60, SD = 0.72) to the posttest (M = .37, SD = .52).
Likewise, the test main effect for fragments was not significant either,
although the test mean decreased from the pretest (M = .10, SD = 0.27) to
the second test (M = .02, SD = 0.12). The repeated group’s error mean for
this form at the second test was zero, and their perfect accuracy was
maintained on the posttest. On the other hand, the single group’s error
mean for fragments increased after the second test; the treatment effect
was not significant. The test main effect for run-on sentences was not
significant, either, although the treatment main effect for this form was
significant. The single group did not make any run-on sentence errors on
any of the three tests. The repeated group’s mean for
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this form increased in the first semester and then decreased in the second
semester, but there was no significant improvement from pretest to posttest.
Table 9
ANOVA Results (Verb Tense and Informal Usage)
Form
Factor
df
SS
MS
Verb
tense

Informal
usage

Test
Test x treatment
Residual
Treatment
Residual
Test
Test x treatment
Residual
Treatment
Residual

1.09

17.56

1.09
39.13
1
36
2
2
72
1
36

0.44
25.36
0.07
10.62
1.06
1.83
15.46
0.49
9.77

F

16.15 24.93
0.41
0.65
0.07
0.30
0.53
0.92
0.22
0.49
0.27

p

η2

0.001 0.41

0.63

0.45

0.02

0.22

0.64

0.01

2.47
4.27

0.09
0.02

0.06
0.11

1.80

0.19

0.05

Combined WCF had negative effects on subject-verb agreement and
noun forms. Although the test main effect for subject-verb agreement was
significant, the test mean at the posttest (M = .26, SD = .56) was higher than the
pretest mean (M = .02, SD = 0.12), p = .009 (α = .025), d = .59 (medium). The
repeated group made no subject-verb agreement errors at the pretest, and the
single group made very few errors. However, the test mean for the two
groups increased significantly between the pretest and the second test (M
= .61, SD = 0.82), p = .001 (α = .017), d = 1.01 (large); and the means decreased
significantly between the second test and the posttest, p =.038 (α = .05), d = .50
(medium). The overall effect was, as indicated above, significantly negative.
Likewise, the feedback had a negative effect on noun forms. The repeated
group’s error mean kept increasing from the pretest to the second test to the
posttest despite repeated metalinguistic explanation, whereas the single
group slightly improved in accuracy after the second test.
Ogawa, Y. (2021). Written corrective feedback in EFL: Combining error codes and metalinguistic
explanation. Journal of Response to Writing, 7(1), 94–127.
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Table 10
ANOVA Results (Other Forms)
F

p

η2

0.63

1.64

0.21

0.04

0.86

0.51

1.31

0.27

0.04

4.01

0.06

0.10

Form

Factor

Articles

Test

1.71

1.08

Test x treatment

1.71

Residual
Treatment
Residual
Subject-Verb
agreement

0.39

2.30

2.30

20.68

0.58

6.59

4.56

10.29

0.01

0.22

Test x treatment

1.45

0.05

0.03

0.07

0.88

0.00

Residual

52.01

23.03

0.44

1

0.26

0.26

0.67

0.42

0.02

36

13.77

0.38

Test

2

0.34

0.17

0.57

0.57

0.02

Test x treatment

2

0.36

0.18

0.60

0.55

0.02

Residual

72

21.47

0.30

1

1.29

1.29

3.93

0.06

0.10

36

11.85

0.33

Test

2

0.08

0.04

1.15

0.32

0.03

Test x treatment

2

0.08

0.04

1.15

0.32

0.03

Residual

72

2.54

0.04

1

0.37

0.37

9.11

0.01

0.20

36

1.47

0.04

Test

1.45

0.23

0.16

1.03

0.34

0.03

Test x treatment

1.45

0.26

0.18

1.17

0.31

0.03

Residual

52.31

7.96

0.15

1

0.34

0.34

3.93

0.06

0.10

36

3.13

0.09

Test

2

0.17

0.09

1.05

0.35

0.03

Test x treatment

2

0.69

0.34

4.27

0.02

0.11

Residual

72
1

0.01

0.01

0.04

0.85

0.01

36

3.74

0.10

Residual

Treatment
Residual

Treatment
Residual
Sentenceinitial conjunctions

23.68

1
36

Treatment

Fragments

61.5

MS

1.45

Residual

Run-on
sentences

SS

Test

Treatment
Noun forms

df

Treatment
Residual
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Finally, single combined WCF had a negative effect on sentence-initial
conjunctions, while repeated combined WCF had a positive effect on
them, although not significantly. The repeated group’s error mean
decreased from the pretest to the second test, and then it plateaued. On
the other hand, the single group made no errors on the pretest, but the
group’s error mean for this form increased at the second test and then
decreased to some extent at the posttest. The interaction effect was
significant. The test mean for the two groups increased significantly
from the pretest (M = .10, SD = 0.26) to the second test (M = .19, SD =
0.37), p = .015 (α = .017), d = .28 (small), and from the pretest to the
posttest (M = .13, SD = 0.26), p = .022 (α = .025), d = .12 (none). The
repeated group’s accuracy improved during the pre-to-second test
period, and its improvement was significantly greater than the single
group’s during this period, p = .007 (α = .017), d = .94 (large).
Effects of Combined WCF on All Errors
As shown in Table 11, the single group’s error mean for all errors increased
from the pretest to the second test and then decreased from the second test
to the posttest. On the other hand, the repeated group’s mean decreased
steadily from the pretest to the second test to the posttest. The difference
between the two groups’ pretest means was not significant, p = .06, d = .63
(medium). Since the data passed Mauchly’s sphericity test (W = .99, p = .96),
a two-way ANOVA was conducted. The results (Table 12) indicated that
there was a significant interaction effect. The test main effect was
significant only for the repeated group; the error mean decreased
significantly from the pretest to the second test, p = .002 (α = .017), d = .99
(large), and from the pretest to the posttest, p = .012 (α = .025), d = .97
(large). The repeated group outperformed the single group during the preto-second test period, p = .001, d = 1.12 (large).
Discussion
The first research question concerned the effects of combined WCF on
EFL writers’ ability to use a set of eight selected forms. The error means for
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both groups decreased steadily as they continued to receive feedback, and
the repeated group’s error mean decreased significantly from the pretest
to the posttest. This finding is meaningful as evidence that focused WCF,
whose advantage is the ability to draw students’ close attention (Sheen et al.,
2009), can be effectively combined with comprehensive WCF that covers all
grammatical forms (Ferris, 2010, 2011; Liu & Brown, 2015).
Table 11
Error Means (All Forms, Including Nontarget Forms)
Group

Pretest

M

Second test

SD

Posttest

M

SD

M

SD

Single (n = 19)

4.25

2.74

5.90

4.02

4.07

1.95

Repeated (n = 19)

6.03

2.93

3.60

1.86

3.52

2.18

Table 12
ANOVA Results (All Forms)
Factor
df
SS

MS

F

p

η2

Test
Test x treatment
Residual
Treatment
Residual

18.21
39.90
6.58
3.57
8.97

2.77
6.06

0.07
0.01

0.07
0.14

0.40

0.53

0.01

2
2
72
1
36

36.41
79.79
473.85
3.57
322.73

However, there was no significant difference between the two groups’
performance. Although combined WCF facilitated the EFL learners’ writing
accuracy, repetitive metalinguistic explanation did not significantly enhance
the positive effects of coded WCF. Additionally, the efficacy of repeated combined WCF weakened in the second semester. One possible explanation is
that there were students who did not pay attention in class. These students
kept making mistakes on the same target forms despite repeated explanation.
As Radecki and Swales (1988) indicated, there are learners who are willing
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to accept teacher feedback and those who resist. The inattentive students
might not have benefited from the combined WCF, lowering the overall
improvement rate as a result.
On the other hand, the more conscientious students generally attended
closely to teacher feedback, but their attention might have weakened when
coded WCF was provided repeatedly. Although the number of their errors
decreased from assignment to assignment, some of these students did not
need much feedback toward the end of the three-draft revision process for
each assignment. They practically perfected their paragraphs at second draft,
and there was very little room for further revision. Ferris and Roberts (2001)
indicated that more explicit WCF is not necessarily more effective than simpler WCF. This study added evidence that excessively repetitive feedback can
also be counterproductive, possibly weakening students’ attention to teacher
feedback. At the same time, as Sheen et al. (2009) demonstrated, writing
practice itself may play a major role in L2 writing accuracy. Thus, it is crucial
to maintain an optimal balance between thorough feedback and frequent
opportunities for writing practice. Dynamic WCF, or DWCF (Evans et al.,
2011; Hartshorn et al., 2010; Kurzer, 2017; Messenger et al., 2020), is one
exemplary approach that provides both thorough corrective feedback and
frequent opportunities for writing. However, even if each writing assignment
is short, the teacher must check a number of earlier drafts in addition to new
assignments, and the accumulated workload can be daunting. Messenger
et al. (2020) suggested limiting the number of drafts that are checked as a
valid alternative to enhance the manageability of DWCF.
The second research question addressed the effects of combined WCF
on individual grammatical forms. Interestingly, both the single and repeated
groups reacted positively to WCF on verb tense, a treatable syntactic form,
but did not improve at all in their use of noun forms, another treatable
form. The present study concurred with Ferris’s (2006) ESL study in this
respect, providing evidence that corrective feedback contributes to EFL
students’ accurate use of verbs. One possible reason why participants reacted
differently to feedback for the two treatable forms is student motivation.
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Students might not have been motivated to fix local errors (i.e., those that
do not impede communicating a message, such as the incorrect usage of
noun forms or subject-verb agreement) but might have been motivated
to fix global errors (i.e., those that can affect communicating a message,
such as verb tense).
The results regarding articles were different from those of earlier
studies. Combined WCF in this study did not significantly improve the
students’ ability to use articles correctly, whereas Bitchener (2008), Sheen
(2007), and Shintani et al. (2014) reported improvement. However, it is
noteworthy that Bitchener (2008) and Sheen (2007) focused on their
participants’ understanding of anaphora alone and that Shintani et al.
(2014) further narrowed the focus to indefinite articles alone. This study
endeavored to analyze idiomatic usages of articles (e.g., missing “the” in
“on the right side” or “a” in “catch a cold”) as well as their general usage.
Although it is necessary to focus on a clearly defined form for accurate
analysis, future studies might also investigate L2 students’ acquisition
of diverse idiomatic usages of articles. Regarding sentence fragments,
run-on sentences, and sentence-initial conjunctions, replication studies
are needed to determine the precise effects of combined WCF on these
forms.
The third research question was related to the extent to which combined WCF influenced the students’ use of all grammatical forms, including
nontarget forms for which metalinguistic explanation was not given. The
answer was that repeated combined WCF helped to reduce the total number
of errors in the students’ writings significantly, whereas single combined
WCF had limited influence. One possible interpretation of these findings is
that error-code WCF itself might have contributed to language acquisition.
Another possibility is that more frequent metalinguistic explanation might
have induced students to develop their own editing strategies (Bitchener,
2008; Ferris, 2010; Lalande, 1982). This issue needs to be further investigated in future studies.
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Conclusion
To recapitulate, the coded WCF supported by metalinguistic explanation
on several selected grammatical forms facilitated an improvement in EFL
students’ accuracy in writing. However, providing repeated metalinguistic
explanation did not significantly enhance students’ grammatical accuracy,
and WCF’s efficacy tended to weaken over time. The repeated combined
WCF had a positive effect on two out of the eight individual forms (verb
tense and informal usage) and also helped to reduce the total number of
errors in the students’ writing, including errors on nontarget forms.
The pedagogical implications for the improvement of my own writing
course—and possibly for other introductory EFL writing courses—can
be summarized as follows. First, as students tended to pay less attention
to WCF over time (regardless of the type of WCF), it may be more practical to provide multiple WCF in the first semester and simpler feedback
(e.g., underlining major errors) in the second semester. The teacher will
then be able to utilize extra time to help students write longer and more
sophisticated essays.
Second, since there is a limit to the efficacy of corrective feedback, the
students’ limited class time should be more efficiently allocated. Specifically,
the policy of requiring three drafts for each assignment, which is standard
procedure in EFL/ESL writing courses, should be reconsidered. Teachers
may choose, for example, to require students to submit two drafts instead
of three and assign six writing tasks per semester instead of four so that
students can practice using target forms by writing about different topics.
This applies particularly to introductory EFL writing courses, as opposed
to advanced ESL courses in which students write longer essays and teachers
need to provide detailed content-based feedback.
Third, more effort needs to be made to urge learners to attend to teacher
feedback autonomously. It is only natural for university students to learn
strategies that enable them to finish their assignments with less effort as the
course progresses, so teachers should communicate to their students that
grammatical accuracy is an important element of authentic L2 writing and
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their autonomous attention is a precondition for becoming more accurate.
Encouraging learners to go over their own errors using a checklist before
submitting drafts might help this endeavor.
Fourth, depending on the learner group and instructional goals, the
teacher might also regulate the scope of error-code WCF, which was
provided to students comprehensibly in this study. For my own course,
using midfocused WCF (Liu & Brown, 2015) might be more appropriate
than comprehensive feedback in order to not tire students with excessive
feedback. With groups of lower-proficiency learners, using codes for major
error types and correcting minor errors directly (Ferris, 2011) may be
an effective policy. With higher-proficiency learners, simply underlining
grammatical errors may be a practical choice and can encourage students
to discover grammatical rules by themselves.
The present study was limited in several aspects. One major methodological limitation was the small sample size, which made it difficult
to produce decisive results on some of the individual grammatical forms.
If it is difficult to increase the number of participants in future studies,
requiring students to produce longer essays might partially help solve this
problem. Second, the target forms for metalinguistic explanation were not
exactly the same for the two groups; they should be perfectly matched in
similar studies in the future. Third, this study compared WCF’s effects on
several individual grammatical forms that were chosen based on my past
teaching experiences. However, it would be more meaningful to classify
errors into broader categories (e.g., global errors vs. local errors, treatable
vs. untreatable, or syntactic vs. lexical). Fourth, this study was focused on
EFL learners’ writing accuracy alone. An ideal writing course should be
designed to improve students’ accuracy, fluency, and complexity, and the
evaluation of a course’s quality must cover these three dimensions.
This study also shed light on several interesting issues for future research. One important future research goal could be precisely determining
the optimal balance between the number of required drafts and the number
of assigned writing tasks within each semester. Giving L2 students frequent
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opportunities for writing practice is as important as providing them with
corrective feedback for overall improvement. Comparing how attentive
learners and careless learners perform might be another important future
research goal. Furthermore, learners’ perception of, and reaction to, different types of WCF on varying grammatical forms might be qualitatively
evaluated through in-depth interviews.
Although an action research study, the present study has produced
evidence supporting the use of combined WCF, which not only capitalizes
on the advantage of having indirect feedback induce learners’ cognitive
processing but also uses the positive features of both focused and unfocused feedback. Combined WCF can be applied particularly to EFL writing
courses in which students are required to use grammatical forms accurately
and learn self-editing strategies. Finally, I would like to emphasize the important role of action research studies. Long-term classroom research can
yield reliable data. Additionally, small-scale studies conducted in different
learning contexts can be compared, or combined, with one another for
possible generalization, potentially contributing to the knowledge base
about effective L2 writing instruction.
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